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Miilduring Trust

BY RON TAYLOR

Intro



“If you fail to honor your people,

they will fail to honor you.”

— Lao Tzu (604-531 B.C.), founder of 1aoism

In my father’s generation, leaders were expected to give orders
and workers were expected to take them. You did what you were
told to do or you were fired.

In my generation, leaders are expected, in style if not in spirit,
to take their workers’ views into consideration. People expect
their jobs to be challenging, interesting, and engaging. The
leaders of successful organizations know this, and know how to
keep their employees challenged, interested, and engaged. They
do it by recognizing that their own success depends on how well
their employees perform and by investing time and energy in
helping others succeed.

The Challenges

The Washington, D.C., chapter of the Project Management
Institute (PMIWDC) has nearly nine thousand members. The
position of president and CEO, which I was proud to hold in
2007 and 2008, came with interesting challenges:

* The sheer size of the organization. The nearly
nine thousand members of the PMIWDC chapter paid
us to work for them. Practically speaking, each member
was also a client, so we had nearly nine thousand clients.
That meant nine thousand sets of demands.

* Leading and motivating a large group of volunteers. I had
a staff of approximately 260 people, of whom 255 were
volunteers. That meant they could leave at any time for
any reason without any consequences. My job was to keep
them involved, engaged, and on the team.

* I could not use any of the traditional means of motivating
my staff. I could not hire anyone, fire anyone (without
a lot of pain), promote anyone, demote anyone, or give
anyone a corner office, company stock, or a coffee cup.

During my two years as CEO we increased our membership
an extraordinary 25 percent, doubled our revenue, and implemented
nearly 120 new initiatives.

We were selected PMI’s Chapter of the Year in both 2007
and 2008 (we won the “Recognition of Excellence” award in
2008); three of our major programs were so successful they also
received PMI’s Recognition of Excellence awards; two of our
volunteers were given awards for their service; and I was named
PMI 2008 Leader of the Year.

How did we accomplish all this? The first thing we had to
do was establish and then nurture a climate of trust.

Nurturing Trust

Trust is foundational—you can accomplish wonders with it
and very little without it. A reputation for trustworthiness and
your willingness to trust others are worth more than just about
anything else. Like many things of value, trust is fragile. Like
many fragile things, it requires a great deal of care.

Some leaders cite the importance of “building” or
“establishing” trust. I have found it to be more important to
nurture trust—to keep it alive through constant attention. You
nurture trust by acting in accord with the recognition that
everything you say and everything you do either contributes to
or erodes trust.

Trustishard to earn and easy to lose. During my presentation
on leadership at the 2009 NASA Project Management (PM)
Challenge, I asked if anyone had experienced a loss of trust.
One man volunteered his story about how his boss had violated
his trust. The more he talked the more agitated he became. His
emotion suggested that the incident must have been quite recent.
I asked him when this happened and he said it was twenty years
ago, but the wound was still fresh and the pain was still raw.

Use Your Leadership Moments

Most leadership moments are little ones: a conversation with a
colleague or a response to an e-mail message. They are available
to everyone, regardless of where they are in the organization.
You'll probably have at least fifty leadership moments today.
Leadership moments represent opportunities to demonstrate



your ability to lead and to share your leadership philosophy. Use
them to nurture an atmosphere of trust.

Use Team Meetings
The way you conduct team meetings can allow you to nurture
trust at both the individual and corporate level.

Consider a person we'll call “Adrian.” Adrian was a leader
who said all the right things, but betrayed his true nature in
team meetings. He professed to value everyone’s opinions, but
he really believed that life was a war and his team members were
his troops.

SOMETIMES WE BOUNCE IDEAS OFF
OTHERS TO HELP CLARIFY OUR THINKING.
THAT CAN BE A USEFUL AND PRODUCTIVE
STRATEGY. IF YOU ALWAYS GO TO THE
SAME PEOPLE, HOWEVER, YOU MAY WANT
TO ASK YOURSELF WHY YOU’RE LIMITING
YOUR OPTIONS.

That meant you were either with him or against him. Team
meetings became “battles.” Before each one he would hold
private “strategy sessions” with a small group of people to plan
how they would handle agenda items so he could have his way.

As the team meeting unfolded, each person in the strategy
session would play his or her part, and dissenting opinions
would be politely, or not so politely, dismissed.

It wasn’t long before the rest of the team learned what was

happening. The net effect was that Adrian divided the team,

drove a wedge between those who attended the strategy sessions
and the other team members, and reduced the team meetings
to playlets. Even those in the strategy sessions began privately
referring to the team meetings as “kabuki” and became as
disengaged as their colleagues.

Adrian was not capable of trusting the opinions of others.
He was so afraid of taking that risk that he surrounded himself
with what he thought were his supporters in the strategy sessions
and bulldozed his way through the meetings. As a result, he
missed out on the value of additional information, insights, and
solutions. Ultimately, he won the battles and lost the team.

Throughout my career I have viewed my job as helping
others reach the best decisions about things we all thought were
important, not jamming my ideas through. To accomplish this
I have had other people suggest agenda items for meetings rather
than selecting all the items myself.

In that way we would be sure to include topics they were
interested in, and give each of them an opportunity to discuss
what they had been doing and their proposals for new initiatives.
This placed the emphasis where it belonged—on the team,
not me.

Speak Their Language

Sometimes we bounce ideas off others to help clarify our
thinking. That can be a useful and productive strategy. If you
always go to the same people, however, you may want to ask
yourself why you're limiting your options. If it’s because they all
speak your language, perhaps you need to learn another one.

I made it a point not to go to the same people each time. I
am especially interested in learning the opinions of the quieter
people. Asking them in a casual one-on-one conversation
encourages them to eventually share their opinions in team
meetings, to everyone’s benefit.

I also wanted to make sure everyone felt like part of the
team, and I wanted to learn not only what they thought but
how they thought.
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I learned what people thought by simply asking for their
opinion. That can provide valuable information, and some
leaders stop there. They take the answer back to their cave and
add it to the pile of opinions. It was more important to me to
know how people thought, because that gave me insight into the
way I could best work with them.

As you get to know the people in your organization or on
your team, you will be able to understand both what and how
they think—but only if you make the effort. Learning this
technique allows you to nurture trust with them more easily
because youre communicating on the same frequency.

Choose Your Words Carefully

This is especially challenging when youre stressed, or so
focused on a task that you forget the importance of nurturing
trust at every moment. There is a huge difference between
telling someone, “That’s your job,” and saying, “I trust
your judgment.” In the former instance, your conversation
is directive and confrontational. In the latter it is directive
and supportive. Imagine what it would feel like to be on the
receiving end of those conversations and it is easy to make the
right choice.

Ask for Help When You Need It

One of the best ways to nurture trustis to ask for help. Admitting,
for example, that you don’t know how to drive business to a
Web site doesn’t make you weaker, it makes you more human,
more approachable, and ultimately more respected.

Some leaders try to have all the answers all the time. They
subscribe to a kind of “ninja leader” act that is as unreasonable
as it is unattainable. They become so wrapped up in the act that
they don’t realize they’re getting in their own way.

Thereis, in fact, both great freedom and great power in being
occasionally vulnerable. Like everyone in your organization,
you have your own strengths and weaknesses, so admit that you
cannot do or know everything.

You have to be selective in your vulnerability, of course. If
you are the CEO, I don’t recommend that you tell people you
have no idea what the strategic direction of the organization
should be and you would like someone to handle that for you.

Use your common sense to know when to ask for help,
but don’t be afraid to be human. By asking for help you
allow someone else to solve a problem that you have admitted
you can’t solve. You not only empower other people, you
also encourage them to take on additional responsibilities
and establish a bond of trust based on your vulnerability and
their capability.

Never Compromise Your Integrity

Sometimes, in the course of leading others, you have to make a
trade-off among virtues. You may have to act like everything is
fine when you would rather curl up in a ball. There is one thing
you simply can’t do: compromise your integrity.

To nurture trust, you can’t be mostly honest or mostly fair.
You can’t take a moment off. You always have to deliver honesty
and trust.

As soon as you lie, cheat, or act dishonestly, you have
broken trust, and you may never regain it. Worse yet, you can
safely assume that the person whose trust you have broken will
tell other people (remember the man at the 2009 NASA PM
Challenge?) and that your damaged reputation will follow you.
Lying, cheating, or acting dishonestly will do more damage to
you than to others, diminishing you as a human being. ®
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